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Academic Performance of Students With 
Hearing Impairments 



Introduction 

With the passage of the Education for All Handicapped 
Children Act (P.L. 94-142) and the movement toward inclusion, 
educational options for students with hearing impairments 1 
have expanded significantly in the last 30 years (Stinson and 
Antia 1999). Students with hearing impairments are increasingly 
attending typical schools and being educated in general education 
classrooms (Schildroth and Hotto 1996; Gallaudet Research 
Institute 2006). Other developments have changed the classroom 
experiences of students with hearing impairments in the last three 
decades as well. For example, technologies such as visual or text 
communication devices and speech-to-print software have brought 
new means through which students with hearing impairments 
can communicate and access educational content (Virvan 1992). 
However, researchers, educators, and advocates acknowledge 
that these developments have not sufficiently addressed the 
challenges these students face in school, such as difficulties with 
communication, classroom participation, and social integration 
(e.g., Johnson and Cohen 1994). Despite advances and efforts 
to improve the outcomes of students with hearing impairments, 
evidence suggests that these students continue to lag behind their 
general education peers in academic achievement (Traxler 2000; 
Antia, Jones, Reed, and Kreimeyer 2009). As a result, discussions 
about effective education for students with hearing impairments 
have turned toward instructional practices and the experiences of 
these students in the various types of classrooms and schools in 
which they are enrolled. 

1 Although this population is commonly referred to as “deaf or hard-of-hearing 
students,” the term “students with hearing impairments” is used in this fact sheet to 
be consistent with the federal disability category specified in the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004. Included in this fact sheet are 
students who received special education services through an individualized education 
program (IEP) for a hearing impairment as their primary disability category. This 
fact sheet does not include students whose primary disability classification was 
“deaf-blind,” nor does it include students who had a hearing impairment but were 
classified as having a different primary disability. Students whose primary disability 
classification was hearing impairment may also have had secondary disabilities. 




To support improved outcomes of 
students with hearing impairments, it 
is important to understand their direct 
experiences in the classroom. The classroom 
environment and activities are what students 
experience directly and are the mechanism 
through which educational interventions 
are most likely to produce desired 
improvements in student achievement. 

Yet there has been very little information 
nationally on the classroom experiences and 
academic performance of this population 
of students. For example, little is known 
nationally about the types of courses 
students with hearing impairments take, the 
instructional settings of those courses, the 
instructional practices they experience, or 
the accommodations and supports they are 
provided. 

This fact sheet provides this critically 
needed information by describing the 
secondary school experiences and academic 
performance of students with hearing 
impairments in the United States. 2 The 
findings are based on data collected from 
school staff and from direct assessments 
of students’ academic achievement as part 
of the National Longitudinal Transition 
Study-2 (NLTS2). 3 Mail surveys were 
conducted with staff in the schools attended 
by NLTS2 sample members in the spring 
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Much of the information presented in this fact sheet also 
is included in Wagner et al. (2003); Levine, Marder, and 
Wagner (2004); and Wagner, Newman, Cameto, and 
Levine (2006). 

3 The National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2), 
being conducted by SRI International for the U.S. 
Department of Education, has a nationally representative 
sample of more than 1 1 ,000 secondary school-aged 
youth with disabilities who were in at least seventh 
grade and receiving special education services in the 
2000-01 school year. Approximately 1,000 youth with 
hearing impairments are included in the sample. This 
sample is designed to represent a total of 1,838,848 
youth with disabilities and 22,001 youth with hearing 
impairments, according to federal child count figures 
(U.S. Department of Education 2002). See http://www. 
nlts2.org for more information about the study. 



of the 2001-02 school year; students were 
14 through 18 years old at the time. School 
staff members who were knowledgeable 
about the students’ overall school programs 
and about their special education and 
vocational education courses were 
surveyed. 4 For NLTS2 sample members who 
were reported by school staff to be enrolled 
in at least one general education academic 
class, teachers of the first such class in each 
student’s school week also were surveyed 
in the spring of the 2001-02 school year. 5 
In addition, school staff were asked to 
provide information about the school. 6 
Direct assessments of students’ academic 
achievement were conducted in 2002 and 
2004 using six subtests from the research 
edition of the Woodcock-Johnson III Tests 
of Achievement (Woodcock, McGrew, and 
Mather 2001). Information about students’ 
level of hearing impairment was obtained 
from interviews or mail surveys of study 
members’ parents, conducted in 2001. 7 

Students Included in the Fact Sheet 

The youth who are the subject of this 
fact sheet represent youth in the United 
States who were identified by their school 
district or school as having a hearing 
impairment as a primary disability and were 
13 to 16 years old and receiving special 



4 This survey is referred to in this fact sheet as the 
student’s school program survey. 

5 This survey is referred to in this fact sheet as the general 
education teacher survey. 

6 This survey is referred to in this fact sheet as the school 
characteristics survey. 

7 For information about response rates and study methods, 
see Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Levine, and Marder 
(2003) for parent interviews/surveys and school data 
collection and Wagner, Newman, Cameto, and Levine 
(2006) for direct assessments. 



2 



